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Someone has said that an apt metaphor for the spiritual life is getting on a train and taking a journey. The big issue is the decision to get on the train. Some people may decide that they don’t want to go. Some make excuses: "It’s just easier to stay at home. I don’t want my routine interrupted. Traveling is too tiring. I’ll stay home, thank you." Some may buy a ticket and still not get on the train. Why? Fear of the unknown, playing safe, protecting the status quo, or just being a bit stubborn: "I don’t want to go."
But we also know that many of our profound experiences happen "on the road," on the journey. If we’re willing to take the trip, to get on the road, things have a way of opening up. Adventures happen; we meet new friends; new insights and discoveries emerge.
These discoveries often happen in the transition times, the in-between times. One person once told me, "I’ll never forget the moment it happened. It was a revelation. I was on the road, sitting at a stoplight on Highway 70, when it hit me what I was to do with my life." I’ve heard others say, "I was walking down a road, and suddenly it became clear." We have to pay attention to the on-the-road events. 
Often the significant insight or discovery or "AHA" revelation happens in the process of relationships we make on the road. Last summer on our vacation we met a young man from Kenya. We’d never seen him before. We struck up a conversation for 30 minutes, then exchanged e-mail addresses, and we have continued to write to one another. He said, "I’ve come to believe that our meeting was not accidental." If we’re open, we can see that there is purpose and meaning coming through relationships that develop on the road.
Jesus was an on-the-road person. He spent a good bit of time moving from place to place—building relationships as he went. Many of the stories Jesus told concern what happens on the road. "A man was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho and fell among thieves…and a Samaritan came and bound up his wounds." The Prodigal Son left home and went to the far country; but he hit bottom and the "came to his senses" or "came to himself." (I love that line in Luke 15:17.) 
Yesterday at our all-ages beach retreat, we divided into small groups and acted out various journey stories from the Bible. One 10-year old boy played the part of the Prodigal Son. The narrator said, "The son wasted all his money, but then he came to his senses." At that point the 10-year old "Prodigal" paused and then struck his forehead with his hand and said, "DUH!" He came to his senses. It happened on the road. 
Likewise, Saul was moving along a road when a bright light struck him blind. This event marked his conversion to Christ, changing him from being a persecutor of Christians to Paul, the leading theologian of the early church.
 
In the lesson for today, two friends are "on the road," walking to Emmaus when someone comes up beside them. There is so much happening in this story, at so many levels. Reynolds Price in his book, A Palpable God, describes this story as "the perfect story," for it has all we need to keep listening -- an ordinary scene, people walking and talking along the road, then sitting down to eat together, and the "AHA" revelation that surprises the travelers.
In the story I am usually drawn to the words, "And their eyes were opened…and they knew him in the breaking of the bread." (Luke 24:31, 35) This revelation, this moment of discovery of who Jesus is, was made possible because of the great priority Jesus placed on relationships--- meeting people where they are.
In the story there are two disciples walking along the Emmaus Road. They’re downcast after Jesus’ death. Their hopes seem shattered. Suddenly a stranger walks up. We know it’s Jesus, but they don’t recognize him. What does Jesus do? If we look closely, he does at least four things. First, he attends to them; he establishes relationship. He asks them what’s going on with them. He focuses on them; he wants to know about their sadness, their pain, their condition. 
You may remember the old story of two rabbis talking. One rabbi asked the other, "Shmiel, do you love me?" He said, "Of course, I do." The first rabbi then said, "But if you don’t know where I hurt, how can you say you love me?" The first thing Jesus does with the Emmaus Road travelers is to start where they were, with their pain.
The second thing Jesus does is to ask them questions—engaging questions. "What’s going on? What’s your conversation about?" The two men, Cleopas and his friend, proceed to tell him about all the events leading to Jesus’ crucifixion and then how the women went to the tomb and didn’t find his body. 
Notice how Jesus responds. He doesn’t push; he waits and listens. Then he talks to them about the Scriptures. They urge him to stay with them for supper, and he does. The story then says, "Their eyes were opened, and they knew who he was in the breaking of the bread." By this time, over a meal, Jesus had stirred their spirit. He energized them. And they said, "Didn’t our hearts burn while he was with us?"
This story helps us see how Jesus approached a relationship. According to this story, there are four steps. We’ve already mentioned the first two: 1. Start where the other person is, not where we want them to be. 2. Ask questions—engaging questions that invite the other person to talk. "What’s going on? What’s new with you?" Related to these two are two more: 3. Don’t push. Wait. Listen. It was because of Jesus’ gentle pace, his willingness to listen, that the two friends invite him to stay in their home. "Come, be our guest." How many times do any of us meet a stranger; and a few hours later, we’re inviting them to come home with us? 4. Jesus stirred the spirit of the two friends. He brought new energy and vitality to these two discouraged people.
One way we can tell that we have a genuine relationship is whether we have more energy when we leave each other than we had when we arrived. Jesus seemed to have a knack for stirring new energy. When Jesus walked in a room, people’s energy woke up. They felt inspired to be their best self. There was an exchange, a flow of energy. They received from Jesus, and he received from them. Their life flowed into his, and his life flowed into their life. They described this energy with words like: "Our eyes were opened….Didn’t our hearts burn within us when we were with him?"
Part of what happens in a healthy relationship is that we value each other’s story. We become part of each other’s story. Church is a place where we come to learn each other’s stories – and to see those stories as part of the larger story of God and God’s love for all of us. 
If we’re open here, we too may have our eyes opened; we may become forever changed. But it happens through ordinary spending time with each other, hanging out together, listening and learning, knowing and being known. We listen to each other’s stories: when I was sick, when I was celebrating a graduation, a wedding, the birth of the baby, retirement, getting a new job. It often happens that we get to know each other best in a transition time, when we’re in between, on the way, on the road. It happens in the times when we’re stressed or distressed, when we’re changing from one view to another, when we are stretched to new understandings.
This is such a time in our church—an Emmaus time. We’re on a journey together, seeking at this point in our history to understand, as God’s people, how God wants us to respond to people who may be homosexual. In a few weeks we will vote on a proposed statement. On that ballot I hope we will simply respond in the same manner Jesus responded to people. He never turned anyone away. He was always reaching out to those who were pushed down, pushed aside, discouraged. 
So, when we think about what stance our church should take on this great moral-spiritual issue, I hope we will look first at Jesus and how he related to people. As one person said, In this church we follow Jesus. That means we will exclude only those persons Jesus excluded. Everybody else is welcome.
Often it takes only a relationship, knowing someone, and our hearts get changed. In the 1960’s when the race issue was hot, one father reported the experience of his 10-year old daughter. She had become good friends with a girl who was black. She said to her dad, "I don’t understand why people have a problem with someone being black. Since Madie has been my friend, I don’t see a problem." We all need an "important experience" of knowing one other at a personal level, so we can develop, as Jesus did, genuine relationships across every barrier. Then we can move beyond stereotypes to first-hand knowing and being known.
The story of the Emmaus Road ends with the two travelers inviting the stranger to eat with them. Eating together always breaks down barriers and invites closeness. At Jesus’ table we’re all welcome.
The Emmaus Road story may give us a clue to how we might respond to the stranger, the sojourner, among us. After they were seated at the table, they recognized him. The same thing may happen to some of us as we sit down with one of Jesus’ people. Regardless of a person’s gender, class, level of education, or sexual orientation, we must treat them by following Jesus’ example: He focussed on the other person first---acceptance, not judgment. He asked engaging questions. He took time to wait with them. He stirred an exchange of energy in the relationship. And lives were changed
Could we have a better example, a better model, than Jesus? Any decision we make about this church should be made based on Jesus’ attitude to people. He never turned anyone away. He invited all kinds of folks to sit at table with him. If we follow Jesus and his way, maybe what happened to the Emmaus Road folks will happen to us. 




©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

